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hand, although the CNT was committed in principle to the equality of 
women, the goal of 'equal pay for equal work' was rarely raised before the 
war- and, even then, usually only by small groups of women. Within the 
rank and file of the movement, the Proudhonian position - that women 
were inferior to men, and ought to define themselves in terms of home 
and children - probably predominated over the more egalitarian official 
position of the movement. Reinforcing this point of view was the fact that 
Spanish culture was heavily dominated by the Catholic Church, which 
took the position that 'woman's place was in the home'. Virtually the 
entire educational system - including that supported by the state - was 
staffed by members of religious orders. Many people (including anar- 
chists) argued that women were deeply affected by Church rhetoric, as 
they were much more likely than men to attend Church, and because the 
Church sponsored a variety of women's clubs and benefit societies. In 
fact, considerable opposition to the extension of suffrage to women in the 
1930s came from leftists and republicans who feared that giving the vote 
to women would effectively increase the power of the Church. Temma 
Kaplan has suggested that anarchist opposition to the Church (and the 
traditional family structures it supported) may well have alienated sub- 
stantial numbers of women [Kaplan, 1977] - and, consequently, left the 
movement, as a whole, feeling that women's issues were of only marginal 
importance. Some combination of these factors probably accounts for the 
relative lack of attention to economic equity for women within main- 
stream anarchist organisations - although pay equity was a significant 
aspect of Mujeres Libres' programme, as we will see. 

Membership 

The question of membership standards and criteria is also complex. 
Collectives based their legitimacy on democratic authority structures, 
and on a system of decision-making in assemblies, in which all members 
participated and in which each had one vote. But who qualified for 
membership? Bernecker [1982: 178] concludes that 'all inhabitants of the 
village" had the right to vote; though he notes that Hugh Thomas argued 
that it seems most likely that only male workers were present at the 
assemblies. My own research suggests that the situation probably varied 
from village to village. Many reports from collectives published in Boletin 
de lnformacidn CNT-FA /contain phrases such as 'all in the collective are 
workers, including both women and men*, or 'The Collective is composed 
of all those over 18, of both sexes ...'.* On the other hand, the minutes of 
the Lerida collective rarely refer to women at all, and when they do, 
almost never by name; more often, women appear as 'the companera of 
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. . .', which suggests that they were not considered members at the same 
level as the men. 

This ambiguity also makes difficult any evaluation of participation in 
leadership and decision-making within the collectives. The minutes of a 
number of collectives, as well as interviews with male participants on 
those and other collectives, suggest that women's involvement in com- 
munal decision-making was rather limited. Given the general societal 
devaluation of women's worth, however, such reports should not neces- 
sarily be taken as indicative of the levels of women's participation. 
Nevertheless, a number of women also reported that women were often 
silent in meetings - a silence they attributed to the fact that most women 
had had little experience of speaking in public. This was to become a 
major focus of Mujeres Libres' programmes. 

It is, of course, possible that, then as now, women did much and 
received little or no recognition for it. Soledad Estorach reported (1982], 
for example, that there were some collectives in Aragon where the first 
delegates to the village committee were women. Why? Because men 
were often away from home for long periods, tending the flocks. Those 
who actually kept the villages going on a day-to-day basis were the 
women. From all reports, however, the leadership of women in these 
villages probably represented an exception to the general pattern, rather 
than the rule. 

By some measures, the collectives accomplished a great deal. Women 
participated actively in many rural collectives, and even took positions of 
responsibility in some of them. Particularly in those collectives that 
recognised - and remunerated - women's work, women began to be 
viewed as at least somewhat independent. In a more general sense, 
women's social autonomy increased. Whereas, in the pre-revolutionary 
period, rural women were rarely if ever seen outside the home unaccom- 
panied by a male (except, perhaps, when marketing), young women in 
rural areas began to move about more freely, even to go to bars, for 
example, with other women friends. In a significant number of areas, 
formal marriage ended, even if the nuclear family remained the norm. 10 

Nevertheless, despite a long-standing CNT commitment to women's 
equality within the economic sphere, without a specific focus on women's 
equality and participation, there were limits to what the collectives 
achieved. Even in the terms accepted by the CNT (that is basing women's 
equality on labour-force participation), the collectives fell short of their 
mark in a number of important respects. Most collectives treated women 
as secondary workers, and placed married women, in particular, in a kind 
of economic nether-world. In effect, the refusal to address women's 
subordination as an independent focus left intact a public/private split 
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